Writing Syrian History while Propagating Arab Nationalism. Textbooks about Modern Arab History under Hafiz and Bashar al-Asad
Syria (Bilād al-Shām) plays an important role as a culturally distinct region that has been divided by colonial powers into the modern states of Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Israel and the Palestinian territories.
Geographical Syria might therefore provide a second sphere of national imagination. The state of Syria as a third sphere is the existing nation-state Syrians live in and with which, to a certain extent, they identify.
Formulations of national identity are located within the tension of these three spheres.
For this discussion, we first need to consider the difference between nationalist ideology and the complex factors shaping national identity. Nationalist ideologies usually propagate the view that a certain group of people is a nation due to a natural and eternal bond (such as a common language and history), separating it from other nations. The creation of a state and its institutions have an impact on the identity of its citizens, and can trigger the formulation of a nationalist ideology. But the content of a nationalist ideology is based on claiming the natural unity of a community with an ancient, common past and traditions -which can be invented for such a purpose.
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Referring to the constructivist argument by Benedict Anderson and others, I define a nation as a group of people, imagined by its members (and in nationalist ideologies) as related via a common culture or ethnicity, and a territorially defined home. This imagined community -to use Anderson's famous termeither lives in a sovereign nation-state within the boundaries of the referred territory, or claims sovereignty over a certain territory.
6
Nationalism is an ideology which legitimizes the claims of a group of people to be a nation, or which propagates a common identity of people living in a state. National identity, on the other hand, is the actual notion of belonging to a nation, resulting from different factors such as a common language, common institutions or a common historical consciousness, possibly propagated via nationalist ideology.
History textbooks play an important role in shaping historical consciousness. period is the time of King Faiṣal and the mandate era, when the process of drawing the borders of the modern Syrian state took place. As we shall see, the conflicts related to this process are still reflected in the formulations of the narratives dealing with this era. The second period discussed here is the post statebuilding era or post-colonial era. The relevant question for this period is whether or (as expected) not the authors of the textbooks accept the existing nation-states with their borders, and how they insist on the concept of the Arab nation. The third period to be discussed is that of globalization, which is dealt with only in the new textbook for the twelfth grade. I will discuss the meaning of this new and significant chapter and the way in which globalization is interpreted in the chapter. I will also outline some other significant changes made in the new textbooks under the rule of Hafiz' son and successor Bashar al-Asad.
Since many contents of the textbooks have not changed in the new editions, I will not only show important changes, but also elements of continuity on the nationalist discourse within the textbooks. First of all, it is necessary to briefly outline the Syrian school system and curriculum as well as my sources in order to provide an overview of their structure and content.
The Syrian School System and Curriculum
In Syria, the first nine years of school have been compulsory since 2002. Since private schools must also use the government curriculum, especially in the ninth and twelfth years, textbooks still reach a high number of young Syrians.
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And, at least at school, there are hardly any alternatives to the viewpoints expressed in the textbooks.
Nonetheless, the effect of these textbooks must be questioned. I have heard many young Syrians complaining about oversized classes, incompetent teachers and boring history lessons. Subjects like history are considered to be particularly tedious because, unlike subjects like mathematics, students must remember every word without thinking on their own. Independent thinking is not required at all. Even though there is no alternative to the historical discourse enforced by the government, students taking part in this discourse make fun of it at the same time. This phenomemon is consistent with the picture drawn by both show that they do not really believe in it, but also that the cult is powerful. There is no room for opposition under the totalitarian rule of the Ba'th. Everyone has to play the game, while everyone knows that the information it presents is unreliable.
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Therefore, even though Syrian students might make fun of what they are obliged to learn by heart, the impact of the narratives appears to be fundamental since they are offered no alternative account of historical events.
Syrian textbooks have not been extensively analyzed until now. Apart from a few useful articles about Syrian textbooks, 14 there is only one slightly more extensive study by Meyrav Wurmser, which addresses propaganda in Syrian textbooks, but unfortunately in a rather selective way.
15
One reason why Syrian textbooks have not yet been analyzed might be the fact that they are not easily available for research, at least not officially through the Ministry of Education. However, as a foreigner, I did not encounter any difficulties when buying textbooks at the official textbook outlets. My ability to speak Syrian dialect and to say that I was a student of the Arabic language probably made things easier.
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I will here give a short overview on the Syrian history textbook curriculum listed in the following Modern Arab history is therefore taught in the ninth grade to everyone, then later in the twelfth grade in the humanities section only. The ninth and the twelfth grades are both years which precede graduation. Whereas private schools are allowed to use additional materials which go beyond the official curriculum in every other school year, they must exclusively use government textbooks in the years immediately before graduation. Priority is naturally given to modern Arab history within the history curriculum.
Textbooks about Modern Arab History
My study on national identity in Syria was based on the two most relevant history textbooks about modern
Arabic history for the ninth and twelfth grades. When the authors use the term Sūriyya, they often clarify that they actually mean Greater Syria by adding "within its natural borders" (Sūriyya bi-ḥudūdihā al-ṭabi'iyya) or using similar formulations, such as "natural Syria," "unified Syria," "Syria with its natural borders including Lebanon and Palestine," or "all of Syria."
It is historically correct that the region of Bilād al-Shām was also called Syria, especially from the nineteenth century onwards, when the term developed a distinct modern connotation in contrast to the traditional term Bilād al-Shām.
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However, authors obviously feel the need to explain themselves, for during the last few decades the term Sūriyya (Syria) has developed to increasingly denote the actual Syrian nation-state. Bilād al-Shām on the other hand has become a historical term related to the past. In chapters before the Faiṣal era, the narratives mention Bilād al-Shām rather than Syria, dealing with events that took place within this region before the drawing of new boundaries by colonial powers. When discussing about the period between 1918 and 1920, the authors consider it important to emphasize the fact that geographical Syria or Bilād al-Shām used to encompass the whole Levantine region. The variety of terms used to describe national territory shows the difficulties the authors face here, as they hover between three different geographical spheres: the territory of Bilād al-Shām, the Syrian state of today, and the imagined Arab nation.
For the terms used to denote the inhabitants of Faiṣal's kingdom, it is particularly interesting to compare the chapter on Faiṣal in the older and the newer editions for the ninth grade. While the older edition generally mentions "the Arabs," the newer version also includes "the Arab people in Syria," "the people" or even "the Syrian people." 32 Later, in the same book, when discussing resistance against the French mandate, the adjective "Syrian" or "Syrian-Arab" is peculiarly added often, in contrast to the older version. Patriotic "Syrians" rather than "inhabitants of the Arab urn:nbn:de:0220-2014-00107 Journal of Educational Media, Memory, and Society Volume 3, Issue 2, 2011/2
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fatherland" demonstrate against the French mandate in 1920, and the "Arab army" becomes "the ArabSyrian army," and so on.
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Similar terms can also be found in the newer version for the twelfth grade, where the Arab character of modern Syrian history is even more pronounced. The state of Faiṣal, for example, is now consistently called an "Arab" state, and his "independent state" becomes an "independent Arab state" and so on.
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In general, the authors try to put events in ( al-umma al-'arabiyya] , and it is a symbol of the fight against the enemies of the fatherland [waṭan] and Arabness [al-'urūba] .
35
This description is in line with the traditional idea of Arab nationalism, according to which first the different parts (ajzā') of the nation have to free themselves from foreign occupation, and later unite as one nation. However, it is remarkable that we now explicitly read about "Syrian" heroes and battles in the "history of Syria," while older textbooks fail to lend much attention to emphasizing the Syrian character of (Arab) national history. The overall impression of the changes in the newer textbooks is that the authors still try to strengthen Arab national identity, while also acknowledging that there is a Syrian identity and reality to consider. For young Syrians in particular, Syrian patriotism might be more attractive, referring to a more tangible reality than the seemingly unattainable idea of an Arab nation. One would expect such factors to be reflected in government textbooks. However, such political strategies are not always directly reflected in such narratives.
Structural changes in the new book for the twelfth grade are less remarkable. They do not indicate an approach which is more geared towards states instead of periods of time. However, the 1994 edition for the twelfth grade already contained separate chapters about Lebanon, in contrast to its equivalent for the ninth grade, which had not been revised from 1989 to 2002. But there is one fundamental change in structure in the twelfth-grade book from 2004, which also indicates that the authors of the newer versions tried to leave behind the old-fashioned historiography about the Arab fatherland and to express more contemporary views. In the old edition of 1994, the last chapter was dedicated to the "annexed pieces of the Arab fatherland and their fight for freedom."
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These pieces include Turkish Hatay (Alexandretta), the Ahwaz region in Iran ("Arabistan") and some parts of Ethiopia, Kenya and Spain (Moroccan coast). In the new version, this chapter has been omitted in favor of a whole new chapter of thirty-five pages about globalization, which I shall outline below. This novelty seems to conform to Bashar al-Asad's new policy, which focuses more on complying with the needs of globalization.
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The traditional ideological talk about lost territories of the Arab nation appear to be no longer relevant, whereas the challenges of globalization are an obvious reality everyone has to cope with. The only "annexed piece" that urn:nbn:de:0220-2014-00107 Journal of Educational Media, Memory, and Society Volume 3, Issue 2, 2011/2
